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To encourage South Asians and other immigrants to be 

actively involved in the arts, recreation and 

environment sectors in Toronto and Peel Region. 

 

Areas:  

•Scarborough 

•Brampton  

 

Three-year project (2013–2015)  

 

Each year 60 CapaCITY creators will participate in this 

project (30 from each region).  

Project Goal  
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Capacity 
Creators 
Project   

Outreach and 
Orientation on 

Arts, Recreation 
and Environment   

Needs Assessment 

Training includes Anti-
Oppression & Board 

Governance   

Organizational Change & 
Development Support  

Creating Learning 
Opportunities  

(Short Placement, Committee and 
Board Membership) 

Advocacy for Policy 
and Program Change  

Annual 
Forum/Experience 

Sharing   

Project Activities at a Glance  
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CapaCITY Creators 
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Objectives 

The objectives of this study are twofold:  

 

• First, to provide South Asian perspectives on participation in 

the arts, recreation and environmental sectors, particularly 

with regards to barriers to full participation in those arenas.  

 

• Second, this report intends to present recommendations for 

increasing South Asians’ engagement in these fields. 
 

Access to Service and Decision-Making: 
A Study of South Asian Community’s Engagement with the 

Arts, Recreation and Environmental Sectors in the GTA 
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Background 
 

Toronto is well-known as an extremely ethnically diverse city and 

South Asians are an important part of its diversity.  

 

In 2011, the South Asian population comprised 15.1% of the general 

population, the single largest visible minority group in Toronto 

(Statistics Canada, 2011b). This number is expected to continue to 

increase in the coming decades. 

 

As Toronto changes, its cultural and economic landscape changes. 

While some studies have been performed about the health and 

economics of different racialized and immigrant communities, thus 

far little has been done to look into the participation of these groups 

in the broader cultural life of Toronto.  
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Key Questions  
 

Culturally specific film and arts festivals exist, to be sure, but 

the larger question remains:  

 

Do racialised  communities have a say in the governance of 

mainstream local arts and recreation facilities?  

 

How often do racialised  communities sit on the boards of 

directors of arts organizations, or even volunteer with them?  

 

Do local recreation facilities fulfill the needs of ethnic and racial 

minorities?  
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Why This Study?  
 

This study has approached some of these questions from the 

perspective of South Asians in the GTA.   

 

This report will provide a snapshot of how South Asians 

pursue the arts, engage in recreation, and understand 

environmental issues in the Greater Toronto Area.  

 

We were particularly interested to see what, if any, barriers 

South Asian perceive in these areas.  

 

This report will present recommendations for improving South 

Asians’ — and hopefully all immigrants’ — experiences in the 

arts, recreation, and environmental sectors. 

 

The project activities of 2014 and 2015 will be shaped by the 

findings and recommendations. 8 



Scope 
 

The study focuses on the responses of small groups of 

Bangladeshi, Sikh and Tamil respondents residing in 

Toronto and Peel Region.  

 

It is not intended to represent the views of all South Asians 

living in the GTA, nor is it meant to give any definitive 

statistical picture of the participation of South Asians in 

the Greater Toronto Area in arts, recreation and 

environmental sectors. 
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Methodological considerations 
 

 

This report approaches its subject from the perspectives of anti-

oppression and anti-racism.  

 

The study is based on the belief that community work can 

transform communities by understanding power relations within 

and among groups of people, and continues by seeking ways to 

make organizations open, fair, accessible and responsible to their 

clients. 

 

The findings have been taken from three different tools:  

• Group surveys 

• Focus Group Discussions  

• Key informant interviews  
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Methodological considerations 
 

• First, three survey groups, consisting of 15 Bangladeshi, 15 Sikh 

and 20 Tamil respondents (50 participants in total), are 

represented here.  

 

• Second, CASSA led focus groups of community members in 

Toronto and Peel Region. 

 

• Third, three key informants who are active in the South Asian 

arts and recreation communities were interviewed. 

 

• Study period: May 2013 to November 2013 
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Bangladeshi Community Respondents 

 
Our Bangladeshi survey respondents came from a variety of 

professions, including engineers, community workers, cooks, 

singers, legal professionals, printing shop managers, 

community leaders and engagement coordinators, 

homemakers, accountants, graphic designers, social services 

providers, musicians, recreation supervisors and paralegals. 

resided in Scarborough.  

 

Age range: 18 to 65 

 

Our respondents were multilingual, as is common among 

the South Asian diaspora; 

12 



Sikh Community Respondents 

 
Our Sikh cohort tended to be rather young, with a full third 

under the age of 30. As with the other two groups, they spoke 

a wide range of languages, in this case primarily English and 

Punjabi.  

 

The group ranged widely in professional and personal 

interests, including as it did five students, a social worker, a 

nurse, a travel agent, a chemical technician, two consultants, 

and a tailor.  

 

Our Sikh survey group was therefore quite diverse in 

interests and ages. Our Sikh respondents resided in Peel 

region. 
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Tamil Community Respondents 

 
Our Tamil respondents came from a wide range of ages and 

were well-balanced in terms of gender. Further, almost all 

said they spoke English.  

 

Our Tamil group quite well-educated, with many 

respondents reporting formal training in the arts and 

recreation.  

 

Among the professions this group worked at were law 

clerks, finance-sector workers, analysts, business 

professionals, customer-service representatives, insurance 

agents, teachers, non-profit sector specialists, designers, 

sports trainers, dance teachers, and students in various 

subjects, including the arts. 
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Uniqueness 
 

• This study is mainly volunteer driven and community 

supported. 

 

• The participants of CapaCITY Creators projects were both 

the respondents to and subject of this study. The 

participants were involved with this project through 

community-level outreach and invitation through CASSA’s 

network of community partners.  

 

• Our partners: in 2013, CASSA partnered with the Ontario 

Bengali Cultural Society (OBCS) and the Canadian Tamil 

Congress (CTC) in Scarborough, and with Punjabi 

Community Health Services (PCHS) and the Brampton 

Tamil Association (BTA) in Brampton.  
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Limitations  
 

Time limitations impacted data collection, because most of 

our participants came from work or other responsibilities, 

and we accordingly limited the time for discussion. 

 

We acknowledge that there were might issues that were 

not discussed in more depth due to time constraints and 

hope that there will be longer discussions in the 2nd and 3rd 

year of the project period.  
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Key Findings 
 

 

Defining Arts 
 

The arts as understood in this report are the same as the 

typical definition: theatre, film, music, dance, literature, 

painting, sculpture and other visual arts.  

 

Our respondents also frequently included other forms of 

self-expression as part of the arts, including personal dress 

and the arrangement and decoration of living spaces. 
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Defining Recreation  
 

CASSA’s interviews with the South Asian communities led to 

many definitions of this term. Prominent among them are 

organized sports, primarily cricket, but also soccer and hockey, 

with some respondents including exercise at gyms.  

 

Also popular were trips to parks and other public facilities. 

Respondents also listed trips to the library and community 

centres in this category, as well as dining out in the company 

of friends and family.  

 

Some residents included attending services and programs at 

centres of religious faith, activities that other groups might 

not call recreation. 
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Defining Environment  
 

• Life 

• Health 

• Recycling 

• Surroundings 

• Atmosphere 

• Community 

• Nature 

 
CASSA also asked its respondents to comment on environmental 

issues as energy use, recycling, sustainability, global environment 

concerns and emission reductions.  

 

While respondents did comment on the use of green spaces in the 

city, such as parks and fields, those fall more under the heading of 

recreation. “Environmental” here, again, means sustainability 

and other “green” issues. 19 



BARRIERS  
 

  Inadequate Outreach 

  Engagement in Decision Making  

  Cost   

 Lack of Access to Childcare  

 Language   

 Cultural Gaps in Programming  

 Lack of Cultural Awareness (Staff) 
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INADEQUATE OUTREACH 

 Frequent comment: “I know programs are 

there, but not how to reach them” 

 Information not available, difficult to find, or 

only in English 

 Common request: more outreach to community 

groups 

 Common request: more advertising in 

community news outlets, social media 
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ENGAGEMENT IN DECISION MAKING 

 Low rate of volunteering 

 Much lower rate of board membership 

 Frequent request: targeted hiring in community, 

more diversity among staff 
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LACK OF ACCESS TO CHILDCARE  

 Most reported either not having childcare or being 

unaware of childcare being available 

 Real problem for many young families 

COST   

 Groups reported having to pay for arts and 

recreation services 

 Particular concerns for elderly and youth 

23 



LANGUAGE  

 Most participants reported a lack of translation 

services 

 In comments, many said services were not available in 

languages other than English 

 Barrier primarily for those who speak no English 

 Also a barrier to those who speak English, but not 

fluently, or who prefer own language(s) to express 

themselves  
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CULTURAL GAPS IN PROGRAMMING  

 

 Services offered often did not match needs of the 

community 

 Arts traditions in South Asian communities differ from 

those previously in place (e.g., dance) 

 Recreation also differs: popularity of cricket, soccer, 

spiritual activities 
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LACK OF CULTURAL AWARENESS (STAFF) 

 Staff often perceived as not helpful 

 Diversity not always big priority of facilities 

 Again, translation issues 

 Similarly, services offered often poor fit to community 

needs 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

 

South Asians, as represented by our participant 

groups, want to engage in the full life of the city.  

 

The problems they face are not insurmountable 

and are mainly the result of a changing cultural 

landscape, where existing institutions have not 

yet fully adapted to the needs of a changing 

demographic profile.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Outreach 
 Engage community groups 

 Work with community-specific media 

  Staffing   

 Sensitivity Training 

 More Diverse Hiring   

  Increase Access   

 More support in languages other than English 

 Better Childcare  

 Resource Allocation  
 Programs Targeted at Ethnic Communities   

 More Targeted Funding 

   

    

    

 

28 



RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Engagement in Governance  

 Encouraging participation of diverse communities in 

program committees and boards 

  Dedicated programs, such as CapaCITY Creators  

 

  Effective Partnership  

 More collaboration and networking with mainstream and 

culture-specific agencies  
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Outreach 

 

Engage community groups 
 

Our respondents asked for more outreach to community 

groups on all issues. Should either public or private entities 

wish to work more closely with community groups, they will 

find those groups ready to help.  

 

This could be one way of disseminating information more 

widely and perhaps getting some help with such issues as 

translation: the community groups can distribute 

information to their members, and they also are well 

positioned to put community resources centres in touch with 

resource people in their respective community.   
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Outreach 

 

Work with community-specific media 
 

GTA has many culture-specific small newspapers, 

newsletters, websites and radio stations. These publications 

are always in need of materials and their readers and 

listeners are interested in arts, recreation and the 

environment.  

 

Using community media outlets would be a low-cost way for 

local groups to get their messages out, and would, similarly, 

using existing social media channels in different languages.  
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Staff 

 

Sensitivity training 
 

Staff at arts and recreation centres in particular should be 

trained to understand the dynamics of interacting with 

people from different backgrounds.  

 

While organizations such as CASSA do offer assistance for 

better understanding a diverse clientele, but this issue is 

city-wide and should be handled with long-term plans that 

respond to a changing population. 
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Staffing 

 

More diverse hiring 
 

One of the simplest ways to encourage diversity in these 

facilities is simply to hire more staff who reflect the 

changing cultural dynamics of Toronto.  

 

This would also improve cultural integration generally, as 

immigrant communities often feel left out of the power 

structure of the cities. 
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Increase Access  

 

More support in languages other than 

English  
 

While most GTA residents speak English, this is not 

universally true, and for many it is a second language in 

which they are not fully fluent.  

 

More materials should be offered in the myriad of languages 

spoken by neighbourhood residents and translation services 

should be a priority. 
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Increase Access  

 

Better childcare  
 

Our respondents often could not find childcare at 

their arts and recreation facilities.  

 

The familial responsibilities our respondents bear 

often limited their use of cultural and recreational 

centres, and many of them requested better childcare. 
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Resource Allocation 

 

Programs targeted at ethnic communities  
 

GTA’s residents bring many traditions to this city, which 

should be reflected in local arts and recreation programs.  

 

For example, we found among our respondents in Peel 

Region an interest in programs in South Asian dance and 

in cricket. 
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Resource Allocation 

 

More targeted funding 
 

Some of these problems, as mentioned above, can only be 

solved by more funding. As also mentioned above, those 

problems have often been mentioned elsewhere.  

 

However, translation services should be placed here as well, for 

while community groups can help with this, patchwork 

solutions (or programs that rely too heavily on volunteers) will 

not solve the larger problem of a highly multilingual populace 

in need of goods and services. 
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Engagement in Governance 
  

Encouraging participation of diverse 

communities in program committees and boards 
 

One of CapaCITY Creators’ goals will be to place participants on 

arts, recreation and environmental agencies’ boards. This would 

help increase the diversity of perspectives in these organizations, 

and would give participants a direct voice in programming and 

often in hiring policies. 

 

These committee and board members would also better represent 

their communities’ members, and would be much better-placed to 

communicate with the different groups that make up Toronto 

neighbourhoods. 
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Dedicated programs, such as CapaCITY 

Creators  
 

In turn, immigrants to Toronto should learn more about the 

governance of local arts, recreation and environmental 

institutions.  

 

To better understand the requirements these positions 

bring, South Asians and other immigrants need training in 

management and networking techniques appropriate to 

Toronto workplaces. 
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Effective Partnership 
 

More collaboration and networking with 

mainstream and culture-specific agencies  
 

Our participants were keen to use mainstream agencies already 

in place, such as Parks, Forestry and Recreation, which has 

extensive facilities suitable for environmental information 

sessions or for community meet-ups. 

 

Some culture-specific institutions could also work with CASSA 

and CapaCITY Creators, such as the Reel Asian Film Festival, 

which already showcases many films by South Asian artists. 

Study participants also suggested collaboration with First 

Nations groups and with other racialized groups in the GTA. 

 

Local museums and galleries in neighbourhoods with many 

South Asian residents, such as Scarborough Arts, would be ideal 

places for collaborations. 

Thank you!  
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